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Community spaces are spaces offered to students who live in university-owned 
residences to fulfill social, academic, and personal activities. The department of residence 
at University A, earn revenue from students living in their residences. Outside 
competitors pose a threat to their yearly revenue. It is important to incorporate student 
preferred designs in community spaces to encourage student use.  The purpose of this 
study was to evaluate students' perceptions of the community spaces in their university-
owned residences to gain an understanding of students' preferences. The research 
question of interest was how does design aesthetics contribute to university students' 
desire to use community spaces in university-owned residences, and how can interior 
design be used to fulfill students' social and academic needs within their residence halls? 
If the community spaces are created for student satisfaction, then they will be 
more frequently used, and students will choose to stay in university-owned residences 
because included will public spaces fulfilling their social, academic, and personal needs.   
The method was a survey distributed to 11,400 students living in university-
owned residences at a Midwest university, 313 students took part in the study. It was 
predicted students would be more interested in the color applied in the residence hall 
community spaces; however, the results indicated students were more interested in the 
design and comfort level of the furniture. Students also preferred community spaces that 
provided furniture they could rearrange and was comfortable for different activities.  
They also preferred community spaces, including natural lighting, less institutionalized 





selective color palette. The findings were used to develop a design checklist for designers 
and facilities managers involved in designing similar spaces. Overall, students are 
affected by aesthetic design, and how it is implemented in community spaces encourages 








Community spaces, comprised of interior or exterior spaces, offer groups of 
people similar and close living or working accommodations and can be found in many 
places, including university residence halls. A residence hall describes a building that 
offers living accommodation to a group of people, such as students at a boarding school, 
travelers who are abroad, or students studying at a college or university. This study 
focuses on students living in residence halls (generally located on or close to the college 
campus). Residence halls vary in their composition, number of rooms (50 to 100 rooms 
or more), number of student occupants, and typically consist of various size rooms that 
can make housing one to four people.  Rooms usually include a lofted bed, mattress, 
dresser, and a wardrobe or closet - but can vary from campus to campus. Students who 
typically reside in these residences tend to be first-year students (Freshmen and 
Sophomores, respectively). Sometimes third-year students stay in residence halls, but that 
is not common.   
Statement of Problem 
Residence halls strive to provide housing accommodation allowing students, not 
only a place to sleep but also a hub of social and academic amenities. These amenities 
can include computer areas and printing services for resident use, as well as public spaces 
used for academic activities and peer study groups. Several studies have previously 





students' grade point average (GPA). Some indicate how the GPA of first-year students 
living on campus was significantly better than students who lived off-campus (De Araujo 
& Murray, 2010; Pascarella et al.,1993; Thompson et al., 1993). Other studies indicate 
living on campus is not solely the deciding factor for a high GPA, but it does play a part 
(Delucchi, 1993). This result is a significant reason to encourage students to live on 
campus in university-owned residence halls. Although the research shows on-campus 
living to do better for students, are existing designs for university-owned residence halls 
offering designed spaces encouraging the facilitation of academic and social activities? 
University-owned residence halls have outside competitors. These include private 
landlords and property management firms offering private rooms and bathrooms. They 
offer what students believe to be a mature living experience, more than what young 
students feel university-owned residence halls can offer. These buildings have 
encouraged incoming students and their parents to consider apartment living instead of 
staying in university-owned residences. Private contractor residences provide similar 
amenities offered by universities, including single-occupant or double-occupant 
apartment rooms, private or shared bathrooms, living room, and kitchen. What property 
management firms and private landlords offer that residence halls do not, are 
aesthetically pleasing spaces not based on "easy maintenance" or an institutionalized 
looked. Their design aesthetics use color schemes, furniture, flooring, and wall materials 
with a less institutionalized feel - and encourages students to use their community spaces 





do have them, they are outdated design aesthetics which are no longer appealing to the 
newer generation.  
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study is to evaluate students' perception of the community 
spaces in their residence halls to gain an understanding of students' preferences. The 
findings will enable designers to develop a design checklist for designers and facility 
managers involved in designing similar spaces. This research can be used as preliminary 
research into understanding university students' academic and social needs within their 
university experience.  
This research will complement existing research in the interior design and higher 
education residential housing fields and can be used in research-based design in higher 
education interiors. Data from this research will help in the early development phases for 
new design or renovations of higher education level (student) residential community 
spaces. If the spaces are created to be aesthetically pleasing and functional, based on 
student preference, students will be more satisfied and frequent the spaces. It can also be 
assumed, if university residences offer student approved spaces, the department of 
residence will be able to maintain student retention and sustain valuable yearly income. 
Research Questions 
As designers, the spaces we create should be user-friendly and meet the broad 
needs of all users. The research conducted will help to create a user-friendly space for 





1. How does design aesthetics contribute to university students' desire to use 
community spaces in university-owned residences? 
2. How can interior design be used to fulfill students' social and academic needs 
within their residence halls? 
Definition of Terms 
1. CIDQ- Council for Interior Design Qualification is a collective group of interior 
design professionals who administer the national council for interior design 
qualification exams. (NCIDQ, 2020) 
2. Co-housing- a community of homes that are clustered around shared space, and 
residents are responsible for managing the communal space. (Oxford Dictionary, 
2020a) 
3. Community Space- spaces that are semi-public for a group of persons that share 
similar interests or activities. Pertaining to this paper, the persons share living 
accommodations and attend the same university. 
4. Elements of design- these are the fundamental components of design; it consists 
of seven elements: line, shape, direction, size, texture, color, and value.  
5. FaceTime- An Apple Inc. cellular device application that allows the user to video-
chat or audio-chat with another Apple Inc. device (iPhone, iPad, iPod, and other 
IOS devices) using the phone's internet capabilities (Apple, 2019). 
6. Grade Point Average (GPA)- a calculation of a student's academic success by 
combining the total number of grade points received for a class, divided by the 





7. Materials- the matter that something is made up of, i.e. wood, glass, fabric. 
(Oxford Dictionary, 2020c) 
8. Principles of Design- design elements that come together to create aesthetically 
pleasing designs.   
Summary 
Community spaces offer interior or exterior spaces for many people of similar 
living, working, or daily activity backgrounds. These spaces are public in that they are 
not private to only one person but rather offered to many. These community spaces are 
present in university-owned residences providing living accommodations for university 
students. University-owned residences can create an atmosphere encouraging the concept 
of community for its residents. As a designer, the spaces we create should be user-
friendly and meet the needs of diverse users. Research pertaining to students' perception 
of their community spaces could help designers create user-friendly community spaces, 
offering residents what they need to fulfill the purpose of the community spaces. The 
main aim of the study is to determine whether aesthetic design affects college students' 
perception of their space and if so, how can designers use this information to affect 













  This chapter evaluates existing literature on the topic of university-owned 
residences, their community spaces, and design aesthetics. It will consider research on 
community, cohousing, interior design, aesthetic design, and needs, and provide 
descriptions. Third Place theory will be considered to frame the study. Finally, precedent 
analysis is described, aiming to compare and contrast current residence hall community 
spaces.  
Residence halls offer basic housing accommodation to university and college 
students. The resident hall concept is "an important vehicle for student learning." 
(Blimling, n.d. para.5). They serve as an environment that encourages informal 
interaction with other students while also offering the opportunity to participate more 
with peers and faculty and take part in more campus activities (Blimling, n.d.). Residence 
halls share communal facilities maintained by university custodial staff. Personal 
sleeping quarters and communal bathrooms are considered separate from community 
spaces.  
Relevant Research 
Residential common spaces that really work: A post-occupancy study, a 2012 
study by Julia Nugent for the Massachusetts State College Building Authority, researched 





T.V. and game rooms, lounges, study areas, meeting rooms, corridors, kitchens, laundry 
rooms, trash and recycling areas, and outdoor common areas" in a qualitative manner 
(p.234). Nugent's goal was to identify which factors best supported the "broad mission of 
college: the academic, social, and personal development of students" (p.234). Her team 
used a series of methods to conduct the research, including student and staff focus 
groups, interviews, and analysis of floor plans. She found that students liked spaces 
where they could see and be seen, spaces that were open and visible from a main entry, 
and spaces that included multiple activities in one space. The team also found students 
preferred spaces that included natural light, inviting colors, and comfortable furniture, as 
well as a sense of ownership of the space.  
There has been little research concerning student preference of design aesthetics 
in community spaces. Still, there were similar studies that researched design aesthetics in 
the workplace, similar to the premise of this study.  Kirillova, Fu, & Kucukusta (2018) 
researched furniture, lighting, color, and other aspects of design within the workplace (a 
hotel) and how it affected employees. They found that employees in the background, 
those who worked behind the scenes or the "back of house," experienced less aesthetic 
pleasure than those who worked in the front of house where more aesthetic design was 
implemented for customer satisfaction.  
In a study by El-Zeiny (2012), factors in the employee's workplace that affected 
employee level of motivation and performance were researched. These factors were 
"furniture, noise, temperature, lighting, spatial arrangement, color, outside view, and 





and observations. The study concluded that office design had a significant impact on 
employees' performance (El-Zeiny, 2012).  
As mentioned, few studies specifically considered student preference of 
residential community spaces, but many studies could be used to explain different aspects 
of this study,  including the definition and importance of residence halls, community 
spaces, aesthetic design, and Third Place theory. 
Community 
In discussing community spaces, is it necessary to define the community. 
According to the Oxford Dictionary, a community can be described as, "A unified body 
of individuals: such as the people with common interests living in a particular area" 
(2020). A community can also pertain to a group of persons with common professional 
interests, such as those within an academic community (Oxford Dictionary, 2020).  The 
idea of a community brings people together, encourages people to look out for other 
members of that community. For example, students who participate in student 
organizations, like honors societies, intramural sports, and language clubs, can be a part 
of a community. Another example of a student community are students who participate in 
the Greek community.  These students are either part of a fraternity or a sorority (a U.S. 
society social and academic student activity) and may live together in their organization's 
house. Greek students participate in similar extracurricular activities and gain a group of 






Based on these descriptions, college universities can be considered a community. 
The university community consists of those who attend a university together, including 
an academic community, as based on dictionary definitions of community.  We can 
consider a scaled-down version of 'communities' as one that includes students who live in 
particular living quarters.  Students who live together in a residence hall can be 
considered a community. That is one of the goals that the administrators of university 
residence halls are trying to achieve, as described in residence hall mission statements.   
Universities publish mission statements that act as a guideline to how they believe 
they can incorporate community in their university-owned housing accommodations. For 
example, the aim of the Department of Residence mission statement at University A, a 
university in the Midwest, is "To advance student success at University A by providing 
the most supportive and inclusive living/learning communities." (University A, 2019a). 
This implies that students, including multicultural students, are included and provided for 
within this "community." At another University, University B, their mission states:  
"The mission of University B Housing & Dining is to provide clean, well-
maintained, secure, healthy, and affordable housing and dining options designed to meet 
the diverse and evolving developmental, educational, and nutritional needs of students 
living in a multicultural community" (University B, 2019a).    
These are examples of how some departments of residences perceive that their 
staff and residence halls will affect students.  They aim to create a certain type of 





students and their needs. Their values (listed below) express how they believe that they 
can create this community through five bulleted points:  
1. Student success: Ensuring students persist, graduate and experience 
success 
2. Community Engagement: Empowering students to become engaged 
learners, responsible citizens, and dynamic leaders 
3. Outstanding Facilities: Providing facilities that serve students well. 
4. Health and Safety: Offering programs and structures that foster a safe and 
healthy community 
5. Resource Management:  Improving staff knowledge, skills, and 
management of resources for optimal, educationally purposeful 
environments. (University A, 2019a) 
Again, the word 'community' is used to express a type of living characteristic.  
The community that University B aims to create is similar to University A. The mission 
statement repeats University A's goals of inclusion—creating a community within their 
residence halls that is inclusive for all students, domestic, international, and multicultural.    
  The word community can also be synonymous with one of the definitions of 
'family.' This particular definition would refer to the description of a group of people who 
do not share ancestry but share similar backgrounds, interests, or living accommodations 
(Merriam-Webster, 2020a). This comparison is based on the similar definitions of both 
'family' and 'community.' According to Merriam-Webster, one definition of 'family' is "a 





(2020a). Similarly, one of the definitions of 'community' also uses 'fellowship' in its 
description. The definition of fellowship is a "community of interest, activity, feeling or 
experience" (Merriam-Webster, 2020b). Based on the mission statements of both 
University A and University B, it can be concluded that the residence hall administration 
wants to build a family-based community, a fellowship, where students can create, learn, 
and socialize with one another. 
Cohousing:  
Co-housing is defined as separate residential households sharing common 
facilities and households - where the community is responsible for ensuring the 
facilities/amenities are well maintained (Bouma, Poelman, & Voorbij, 2009).  Co-
housing is seen as a tool to encourage social interactions and team building within a 
community (Bouma et al., 2009).  Co-housing encourages two types of interaction, 
passive and active interactions; university-owned residences encourage both (Bouma et 
al., 2009).  Passive interactions are the "unintentional encounter of two persons" (Abu-
Ghazzeh, 1998, p.43). According to Abu-Ghazzeh, these unintentional encounters and 
repeated occurrences of passive interactions can lead to the opportunity to meet other 
residents that one would not meet without these occurrences. 
A residence hall or a university-owned apartment complex-as defined, a building 
or group of buildings housing related units - does not fit entirely into the "cohousing" 
concept, but there are similarities. Although these spaces are maintained by university 
staff, students are encouraged to look after these spaces in order to continue using them 





living-occupiers of the cohousing space are the ones to look after communal spaces. In 
both accommodations, residents are encouraged to use the space how it is intended and 
bad behavior, vandalism, etc. are reasons to be removed. In the residence halls, students 
are socially pressured by unspoken word and family upbringing, that it is better to leave a 
space as you found it and not leave it in a worse condition.  
In their study, supporting contact design principles in common areas of cohousing 
communities, Bouma, Poelman, & Voorbij (2009) compared social interaction to the 
physical characteristics of cohousing communities. The study included a case-study 
concentrating on the importance of common areas for social interactions. It was 
conducted in two cohousing communities differing in size. They found that hallways in 
both communities were important for passive interactions, such as greeting and chatting. 
Additionally, they found users would use the common spaces if they could see what 
activities were taking place. This was also true for the Nugent (2012) study, 
demonstrating similarity in both university community spaces and cohousing common 
areas. Community spaces in residence halls and common facilities in cohousing 
residences are similar in that they are both maintained by the residents, and they offer 
residents the ability to meet one another. These studies demonstrate how information 
pertaining to the design of community spaces in cohousing residences could be used as a 
guideline for design in university residential community spaces and indicates the 






Residence Halls  
Residence halls are living accommodations for students who attend a college or 
university (Blimling, n.d.). They are places that "focuses the students' time and energy on 
college, increases informal interaction with other students, and offer multiple 
opportunities for students to explore values, lifestyles, and interests in a supportive 
environment under the administration of student affairs administrators trained in the 
experiential education of students." (Blimling, n.d., para.5). A residence hall has staff 
who maintain it, including Hall Directors (HDs), Community Managers (CMs), Graduate 
Assistants, and Community Advisors (University A, 2019c). H.D.s are defined by the 
university department of residence as "full-time professional live-in staff members 
responsible for creating a living/learning community which contributes to the personal 
and academic success of residents through collaboration with students, staff, and faculty" 
(University A, 2019c). H.D.s and C.M.s have similar roles except that H.D.'s maintain the 
function of residence halls, and CM's maintain the function of university-owned 
apartment communities (University A, 2019c). In this study, both will be referred to as 
'Hall Directors.' Community Advisors (CAs) are defined as "specially selected student 
staff responsible for developing a strong community that welcomes and supports all 
house members" (University A, 2019c). At the university where the study was conducted, 
C.A.s are in charge of smaller groups of residents called "houses." These residence hall 
houses are given names that are historical to the university and consist of 40 to 60 





C.A. to create a  community atmosphere for the house they are in charge of (University 
A, 2019d) 
Community Spaces 
 Residence halls share communal facilities that are maintained by university 
custodial staff. These shared spaces often include dens, kitchenettes, and lounges, 
common spaces allocated to students for various social and academic activities. 
Kitchenettes are spaces that include amenities, such as a stove, sink, microwaves, 
countertops, and cabinets, but tend to be a smaller version of a residential kitchen. These 
spaces are open to the residents of the residence hall 24 hours a day and seven days a 
week during the school semesters when classes are active. Depending on the space layout 
and requirements, these spaces can be locked to maintain safety and prevent vandalism.  
Access is granted to residents and their guests through key card access, often using 
university identification cards. Also, through physical keys, a set is given to each resident 
of the building for their personal bedroom, for gender-assigned bathrooms, and shared 
community spaces. 
Community spaces help give students another place, other than their personal 
bedrooms, to participate in activities. Students frequent these spaces for many reasons, 
including watching television, baking/cooking, doing homework, working on projects 
with peers, and more. Their personal bedrooms could also offer some of these activities, 





Interior Design  
As defined by the Council for Interior Design Qualifications, interior design is a 
multifaceted profession in which creative and technical solutions are applied within a 
structure to achieve a built interior environment" (2-24-2020). In relation to interior 
design, aesthetics or aesthetic values are defined as "those aspects of a design that go 
beyond the functional and the constructional concern the specific way the design presents 
itself to the human senses" (Pile, 2003,p.39). Aesthetics deals with the shape, form, color, 
texture, symmetry, and proportion of design. These aspects are part of the elements of 
design, and they can be paired together to create a functional and aesthetically pleasing 
space (Pile, 2003).  
Design Aesthetics 
Abraham Maslow's Hierarchy of Need is a psychological theory that is depicted 
in his 1943 paper "A Theory of Human Motivation." Maslow suggested that there were 
five stages of human needs represented as a five-tiered pyramid. The tiers represent needs 
that humans have to first accomplish before fulfilling other needs, and they are 
psychological needs, safety needs, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization.  In 
a later paper, Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs also included aesthetic needs. Maslow (1954) 
revised his original five-stage model to incorporate Cognitive needs, Aesthetic needs, and 
Transcendence needs.  Aesthetic needs are the sixth tier after cognitive needs have been 
satisfied. It refers to the appreciation and search for beauty and other elements of the 





rhythm. This type of need is considered a growth need, meaning an aspect of oneself that 
helps the individual grow as a person (Maslow, 1954).  
Workplace Aesthetics 
University-owned residences and workplaces have similar spaces within them. 
For example, the community spaces in residence halls offer students the space needed to 
study academic work, alone and in groups. Workplaces offer areas in a building that 
allows persons the resources and space to work alone or collaborate with other employees 
in their company in order to do the tasks expected of them within that business. The 
workplace and university study spaces offer similar amenities to users, a space to fulfill 
the tasks required of them. Because of these similarities, the research found on the 
aesthetic design of the workplace and its effects on users could be applied to residence 
hall community spaces. 
For example, El-Zeiny (2012) and Kirillova, Fu, and Kucukusta (2018) 
researched the effect of office design and aesthetics in the workplace. Similar to the 
research in this study, they looked at furniture, lighting, color, and other aspects of design 
in order to attempt to give an aesthetic value to the space that they were investigating and 
find out what factors affected employee performance. Similar to this research, Kwallek et 
al. (1988) researched different colored offices (red, green, white) and how that affected 
the productivity and mood of office employees. They found that color played a 
significant part in affecting workers' mood and productivity in the workplace (Kwallek et 





enhance organizational success by creating [a] workplace that supports work quality, 
quantity, and style, while improving turnover and absentee rates" (2012, p.747).  
Materials 
Materials are part of the Elements of Architecture, basic components that are 
considered the make-up of a space (Pile, 2003).  These elements can be considered 
structural elements, such as the walls, ceilings, beams, components of a space that make 
it structurally sound. Non-structural elements include materials and finishes, non-load 
bearing walls, interior partition walls, and other non-structural, non-fixed elements of a 
space (Pile, 2003). Materials are chosen to encompass the style of the space and can be 
used to affect users' perception of that space. Attributes of the materials used include 
color, texture, and pattern. 
Non-structural materials discussed in the study included flooring, fabric, and paint 
color. Common flooring materials refer to carpet, wood, stone, or vinyl. Vinyl refers to 
laminate floors such as luxury vinyl tile (LVT) and luxury vinyl planks (LVP). These 
floors replicate the look of other flooring materials, wood, stone, and patterns, by using a 
photograph of textured wood under a clear protective layer. LVP tends to be cheaper than 
actual wood flooring, and new techniques have made it just as good of a product as wood 
(Mannington Blog, 2019). 
Color 
Color is significant to aesthetic design. Color is one of the aesthetic factors that 
can be attributed to the emotion's users feel in interior spaces, impacting humans 





and Pile (2003) discuss the psychological impact of colors on the human organism.  
However, it is hard to establish why they both report that some colors have an increased 
ability to impact human moods and emotions. A study done by Kaya and Epps (2004) 
researched the emotional response of 98 college students to different color hues and 
asked them to record the reasons for their choices. They found, "[t]he relationship 
between color and emotion is closely tied to color preferences. Color preferences are 
associated with whether a color elicits positive or negative feelings" (Kaya & Epps, 2004, 
p.396). Colors have also been known to be used as a method of medical treatment 
(Azeemi et al., 2005). This centuries-old concept is referred to as chromotherapy. 
"Chromotherapy is a method of treatment that uses the visible spectrum (colors) of 
electromagnetic radiation to cure diseases" (Azeemi et al., 2005, p.481). Pile (2003) also 
mentions that the effect of color on humans can change based on their culture and 
personal experiences. 
In the western hemisphere, the color hues, red, orange, and yellow are perceived 
as 'warm' colors, whereas blue, green, and violet are perceived as 'cool' (Ballast, 2002; 
Pile, 2003). According to Pile, the 'hue' is "the distinctive characteristics of color 
described by a basic color name and assigned a particular position in the spectrum." 
(p.578). Based on the Munsell color system, (a generally accepted color system 
characterizing and organizing color schemes created by American painter, Albert Henry 
Munsell), there are five basic hues, which are a mix of primary and secondary colors-red, 
orange, yellow, green, blue, and violet (Pile, 2003).  In decorative paint color terms, red, 





colors.' Secondary colors are the colors that can be made by mixing red, yellow, and blue, 
i.e., red, and yellow make orange, yellow and blue make green, and red and blue make 
violet. Tertiary colors are made by combining primary and secondary colors (Pile,2003).  
In response to interior spaces, Lang (1993) found colors change users' perceptions 
of their interiors.  For example, he observed blue and green colors made spaces feel 
restful and gave the perception of increased spaciousness (Kaya & Epp, 2004). At the 
same time, warm colors-red, orange, and yellow- encouraged the opposite effect, spaces 
appeared less spacious and increased stimulation (Kaya & Epp, 2004).  These findings 
refer to color psychology and can be used by interior designers. These types of theories 
can help designers create a space based on how they want the users to experience the 
space they design.  
Lighting  
Lighting types can affect a person's perception of a space. According to Spivak 
and Tamer (1984), "[l]ighting quality is a strong influence on the social, psychological, 
biological and behavioral health of those who use an environment" (p.10). Lighting can 
set a desired mood or atmosphere within the space. It can be used to focus on a certain 
area, such as lighting used in a museum to emphasize the artwork (Pile, 2003).  
  There are two types of lighting, natural and artificial. Natural lighting is the light 
that is produced by the sun, whereas artificial light is the light that is a human-made 
replica of the sun's light through light sources, i.e., light bulbs, light strips, etc. (Pile, 
2003). Both lighting techniques have their advantages and disadvantages. Sunlight is best 





light source used. Two tones of light can be used, and they are categorized similar to 
colors. There is warm light and cool light; the lightbulb (lamp) can emit a warm hue or a 
cool hue depending on its temperature (Pile, 2003). The color temperature of a light 
source or 'lamp' is measured in kelvin (K) and can range from cool light indicated by high 
numbers, such as daylight fluorescent light at 6,500 K, to warm light, which is 
incandescent 60 watts at 2,790 K (Pile, 2003). The temperature of lighting, as in nature, 
can appear on the cool or the warm side. The daylight in one area of the world, e.g., 
London, has a different color temperature than the daylight in Florida, based on the angle 
of the sun (Nieswand, 1999).  
Light can also affect humans biologically. There is an aspect of clinical 
depression called Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) that can be triggered by a lack of 
sunlight (Montgomery, 2004). SAD is a recurring depression that is onset by the change 
of the seasons, typically the change to the winter season. The disorder can be 
characterized by oversleeping, overeating, and irritability. Treatments can include light 
therapy, medication, and an increase in Vitamin D (National Institute of Mental Health, 
2019). According to the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), the disorder can be 
caused by a reduced level of sunlight, which in turn affects the biological clock. A drop 
in levels of chemicals in the body can affect mood and sleep patterns, which can be 
attributed to the reduction of sunlight (NIMH, 2019).  
The findings of Costa et al. (2018) indicate the connection between interior color 
and lightness levels can help gain an understanding of what types of colors and paired 





university residence hall residents in six buildings that were the same in detail except for 
the interior color. Costa et al. assessed the "color preference (hue and lightness), lightness 
preference, and the effects of color on studying and mood" (Costa et al., 2018). They 
concluded that "cool colors (blue, violet, and green) were preferred to warm colors 
(yellow, orange, and red)." (2018, p.11).   
Furniture 
Furniture and its design can affect users' perception of their spaces. "For most 
users, it is the furniture that makes the architectural space into a useful and personal place 
where human activities can take place with comfort and convenience." (Pile, 2003).   
Furniture can be free-standing and mobile or built-in and constrained. The type of 
furniture that is needed for a space depends on its function. "Furniture design ranges from 
simple to elaborate depending on the pieces' intended use rather than on the period in 
which they were made '' (Funk &Wagnails, 2018). For students at a university, their 
furniture needs can vary. The space can need furniture that appears comfortable to the 
users or furniture that offers solitude to the user. 
Furniture that is made specifically for the dimensions and movement of the 
human body is termed ergonomic furniture (Pile, 2003; Taifa & Desai, 2016). 
Ergonomics is the study of people and how efficient they are in their work environment 
based on the everyday use of their products (Pile, 2003; Taifa & Desai, 2016). Ergonomic 
furniture is important because it uses anthropometric data, i.e., measurements of human 
anatomy, to create guidelines for specific clearances and dimensions for furniture. Work 





environment to the community spaces offered to students in their residence halls. El-
Zeiny (2012) concluded from a study that furniture affected employee productivity the 
most. It was suggested that ergonomic furniture should be considered while buying office 
furniture (El-Zeiny, 2012). If ergonomic furniture is used in work environments to 
enhance employee work productivity, the same could be applied to students who use 
community spaces for academic reasons, such as studying and doing homework.  
 Theory 
According to Gabriel Abend, a theory is "a general proposition or logically-connected 
system of general propositions which establishes a relationship between two or more 
variables" (p.177). Theories are used to create an understanding of the phenomenon 
happening in the social world (Abend, 2008). Theories consist of a series of relatively 
abstract and general statements which  collectively purport to explain (answer the 
question 'why?') relating to some aspects of the empirical world (the "reality" known to 
us directly or indirectly through our senses) (Chafetz, 1978). Principally, theories are 
used within this world to help people answer the question "why'' for many problems and 
phenomena (Chafetz, 1978). An example of this would be the Third Place theory. Third 
Place theory will be used to help explain why community spaces are important in 
university-owned residences due to their ability to better students' overall college 
experience and, in turn, encourage student retention in university-owned residences. 
Third Place Theory              
According to the sociologist Ray Oldenburg, who coined the term' third places', 





the celebration of it." (1999, p.14). They are places where people spend time between 
home and the workplace, those being considered the first and second place, respectively 
(Oldenburg, 1999). There are public areas created to bring different people together who 
have a similar need to be in that space and, in turn, build community.  For example, 
coffee houses, Starbucks or Caribou, are spaces where the public feels comfortable to 
come in and connect, either face to face with friends, for an interview, or to connect to 
the free Wi-Fi that is typically distributed, allowing the public to carry out some work 
over the internet.  These spaces have become staples to the gathering ideology that has 
existed for decades but has, in the past, started to diminish (Oldenburg, 1999). Because 
the community spaces in residence halls are public and act as another space outside of 
class and personal rooms, they can be considered third places.   
Oldenburg realized how, in the United States, at the time of writing, there were 
few opportunities for informal gathering, compared to other countries, i.e., European 
coffee houses, English tea rooms, and public houses (Oldenburg, 1999). The U.S., as a 
country, has moved away from informal social instances, such as chatting with neighbors 
in the local cafe or coming together at the local tavern. This is no longer our idea of life 
and community as urban America took root (Oldenburg, 1999). Oldenburg (1999) 
explains why it is important that these social spaces exist, and why it is imperative to 
recreate them, stating that the third place "harbors a diverse population" and allows 
people to interact with those that they normally would not (p.45).  This is the driving 






Implementing spaces similar to third place spaces in university-owned residence 
halls, where there is a large, diverse population that is allocated a building and told to live 
amongst each other, would benefit university students. Oldenburg (1999) said that third 
places offer personal benefits to all that participate by offering participants essential and 
pervasive rewards including novelty ( amusement and stimulation), perspective (gaining 
collective wisdom from members of the third place), spiritual tonic (raising participants' 
mood) and friends by the set (a group of friends by affiliation). From Oldenburg's 
explanation, third places in university-owned residences could give students a space 
where they can be amused and stimulated by activities outside of classes, leading to 
elevated moods. The spaces also offer the opportunity to affiliate with other residents 
who use the community spaces, leading to the opportunity for building friendships and 
sharing collective wisdom.  
Precedent Analysis 
A digital analysis of three R1 Doctoral Universities and their residence halls was 
conducted to analyze what designs are being implemented in existing community spaces. 
The community spaces of the three universities' residence halls were judged based on 
their interior design and, presumably, in a style that the designers thought students would 
like.  
R1 Doctoral Universities were analyzed because the study site was at an R1 
university, and this would ensure uniformity with the analysis. Defined by the Carnegie 
Classification, R1 Doctoral Universities are institutions that have high research activity, 





Institutions of Higher Education, 2019). The universities were chosen, at random, from a 
list on the Carnegie classification online database. From each R1 university, one new or 
updated residence hall was chosen, and one or two community spaces were analyzed 
based on the materials, color, lighting, and furniture used in the space. To keep 
anonymity, the three schools will be discussed in code names: A1, B2, C3. 
Residence Hall A1 
Residence Hall A1 is a recently built Midwest university-owned residence. It 
includes several community spaces, referred to as 'student support spaces.' These spaces 
included study commons, enclosed group study rooms, game rooms, lobby lounge, 
kitchen, and others (University B, 2017a). This residence hall included a lounge for each 
'house,' and every floor had a shared study room (University B, 2017b). The community 
spaces analyzed were a dining space and a lounge.  
Materials 
There are many materials and finishes implemented into the design of the social 
spaces in Residence Hall A1, but, based on the function of the space, the materials and 
finishes differed.  In one observed space, a lounge, carpet tile was used as the flooring 
material, whereas another space, a dining area, used luxury vinyl planks (LVP) with the 
appearance of wood (refer to figs.1 & 2). LVP is easier to clean because it is a hard 
surface, whereas the carpet tiles are not. These flooring materials differed to what is 








Fig. 1 Harris, T. (2019) Image of a lounge at Residence Hall A1, [image]. Retrieved from 
https://educationsnapshots.com/projects/7323/the-university-of-iowa-elizabeth-catlett-hall/ 
Permission of author. 
 
Fig. 2 Harris, T. (2019) Image of the flooring in a dining area in Residence Hall A1, [image]. Retrieved 
from https://educationsnapshots.com/projects/7323/the-university-of-iowa-elizabeth-catlett-hall/. 
Permission of author. 
Color 
Residence Hall A1 implemented various color palettes in their community spaces. 
The colors were vibrant and varied. One color palette observed implemented orange, teal, 
and gray hues in the space (refer to Fig 3). Orange and teal (a shade of the hue blue) are 
complimentary colors; hues that are exactly opposite each other on the 12-part color 
wheel (Pile, 2003). The color wheel consists of primary (red, blue, yellow), secondary 
and tertiary colors (Pile, 2003). The colors were put into effect on the wall coverings, 






Fig. 3 Harris, T. (2019) Image of a dining area in Residence Hall A1, [image]. Retrieved from 
https://educationsnapshots.com/projects/7323/the-university-of-iowa-elizabeth-catlett-hall/ 
Permission of author. 
Lighting 
In A1 Residence Hall, the lighting fixtures appear to be light-emitting diodes 
(LED). These types of lighting sources have become popular because of their small size, 
longer life, and low current consumption, making them more efficient than other light 
sources, i.e., incandescent, and fluorescent lamps (Pile, 2003). Observed in one space, the 
designer for the residence hall achieved a unique feel by implementing halo shaped 
lighting fixtures along with industrial 2'x 2' drop ceiling fixtures (refer to Fig.4).  The 
custom fixtures were of varying size and brought in color by using white and purple.  In 
another space, these halo-shaped fixtures were seen again, but varying in color between 






Fig. 4 Harris, T. (2019) image of custom light fixtures in residence hall A1, [image]. Retrieved from 
https://educationsnapshots.com/projects/7323/the-university-of-iowa-elizabeth-catlett-hall/. Permission of 
author. 
Because of the architectural structure of Residence Hall A1, some spaces 
observed offered a lot of natural light through floor to ceiling window walls, also referred 
to as a curtain wall. The spaces with these walls offered so much natural lighting that it 
appeared that the lighting fixtures were implemented only when necessary when the 





Fig. 5 Harris, T. (2019) Interior image of 




Permission of author. 
 
Fig. 6 Harris, T. (2019) Exterior image of 











Residence Hall A1 offered many types of seating options in its various 
community spaces. The furniture consisted of different types of tables and chairs, 
depending on the function of the space. In an eating space, there were square and 
rectangular tables to accommodate different group sizes. The chairs were ergonomic, 
sized to fit multiple human anatomies, and allow movement that is beneficial to the 
human form. In the lounges, the furniture type appeared to be more comfortable, utilizing 
seating with more cushions and soft fabrics, for example, armchairs, couches, etc. This 
type of furniture made the space appear comfortable and relaxed and encouraged the user 
to sit longer, unlike the hard surface seating in the dining area. It also felt less 
institutionalized because the colors and designs used were similar to that of residential 
design. 
Residence Hall B2 
B2 is also a recently built university residence hall in the Midwest. Similar to 
University A1 residence hall, it has many public and community spaces that are allocated 
to students academically and socially. These spaces allowed for numerous types of 
activity.  
Materials: 
In Residence Hall B2, similar to A1, there was a variance in the carpet tile 
offering a less institutional feel to the spaces. The carpet tiles were mainly gray, but with 





offered hints of color and appeared to be easily cleaned. The materials were different and 
invoked a home-like appearance because of this.  
 
Fig. 7 The Opus Group (n.d.) Image of a lounge in residence hall B2, [image]. Retrieved from 
https://www.opus-group.com/Work/Iowa-State-University-Residence-Hall. Permission of author. 
 
Color 
The main color palette used in these spaces were the school's official colors, seen 
on accent walls, flooring, and the furniture (refer to Fig.7). In some instances, it was 
subtle, while in others, it was vibrant and brought attention to a particular area. For 
example, some accent walls brought users' attention that they were leaving one area to go 






The lighting implemented in Residence Hall B2 was recessed, with troffer LED 
fixtures (for modular dropped ceiling grids).  Because of the curtain walls, some 
community spaces had floor to ceiling glass walls that allowed in much of natural light 
(refer to fig.8). The residence hall's lounge on the ground floor had this curtain wall and 
received a lot of natural lighting (refer to Fig. 7). 
 
Fig. 8 The Opus Group (n.d.) Image of a den in residence hall B2, [image]. Retrieved from 
https://www.opus-group.com/Work/Iowa-State-University-Residence-Hall. Permission of author. 
 
Furniture 
Again, there were many seating accommodations in the community spaces.  In 
one space, a lounge, the main seating was soft upholstered (refer to Fig.7). There was 
vinyl-covered seating, couches, armchairs with and without tablets, and partially 
upholstered desk chairs. The desk chairs were located at long rectangular tables, six at a 





offered adjustable backs that were molded to the human body. Moveable furniture 
allowed users to adjust a space how they would like, and the desk chairs offered castors 
so that they could be moved with less effort. The armchairs with small tablets allowed for 
seated activity that was more comfortable for the user than the desk chairs.  
In another community space, there were soft-seating benches that were located in 
front of a curtain wall. This piece of furniture served multiple functions; for example, 
users could sit for conversation, studying, or a beautiful view of the campus. The bench 
also offered a built-in bar-height top (refer to Fig.9). 
 
Fig. 9 The Opus Group (n.d.) Image of a sitting area in residence hall B2, [image]. Retrieved from 
https://www.opus-group.com/Work/Iowa-State-University-Residence-Hall. Permission of author. 
 
 
Residence Hall C3 
Residence hall C3 is a recently renovated university-owned residence hall in the 





especially in the community spaces. This renovation added new kitchenettes to each floor 
and replaced the flooring, lighting, paint, and furnishings, among other things. From the 
analysis, the building houses spaces that are modern in design but still relate to the school 
theme.  
Materials 
` In one of the lounges, the flooring material was carpet squares colored with green 
accents (refer to Fig. 10). In the heavy traffic areas, the flooring appeared to be wood 
LVP because, as expressed before, LVP is easier to clean and more durable to heavy 
traffic than carpet. The materials used on the seating appeared to be vinyl on heavy usage 
areas, likely chosen because of its low maintenance level and durability. The materials 
used on the seating in this particular lounge area could also be seen in other observed 
community spaces.  
 
Fig. 10 Clayton, Curt (2014) Aerial view of a lounge in residence hall C3, [image]. Retrieved from 






 In one of the kitchens, the same carpet and LVP wood plank flooring that is in the 
lounge was seen. The majority of the flooring material is the LVP, but there is a strip of 
carpet tile where a user would walk into the space. On the walls, the designer chose to 
use off-white paint and to create an accent wall with red and orange tiles, instead of solid 
paint color (refer to Fig. 11).  
 
Fig. 11 Clayton, Curt (2014) Image of a kitchenette in residence hall C3, [image]. Retrieved from 
https://www.progressiveae.com/portfolio/michigan-state-university-butterfield-hall/. Permission of author. 
Color 
Similar to Residence Hall B2, C3 used their school colors throughout their 
community space. It was utilized in the flooring pattern and seating options (refer to 
Fig.10). The space was separated from its green exterior by a curtain wall, allowing the 
interior and exterior to appear as one space conjoined by the green color used throughout 






LED lighting was used within the hall. In one particular community space, there 
were vertical hanging pendants paired with circular downlights (refer to Fig. 12). Similar 
to the construction of A1 and B2 residence halls, C3 had a curtain wall that allowed in 
much natural light, so the custom hanging pendants acted as art during the day and as a 
light source when there was no longer natural light. 
 
Fig 12 Clayton, C. (2014) Image of lighting options in a lounge of residence hall C3, [images]. Retrieved 
from https://www.progressiveae.com/portfolio/michigan-state-university-butterfield-hall/. Permission of 
author. 
In the kitchenette, the lighting was downlight fixtures attached to electrical 
conduits on the ceiling and recessed in a bulkhead (refer to Fig. 13). The space also had 
large windows that allowed much natural light into the space as well as into the corridor 
(refer to Fig.11).  
Fig. 13 Clayton, Curt (2014) Closeup image of lighting in a kitchenette in residence hall C3, [image]. 
Retrieved from https://www.progressiveae.com/portfolio/michigan-state-university-butterfield-hall/. 






Residence Hall C3 had different seating options, soft, hard, low, and high. The 
furniture pieces in the lounge were all soft seating (refer to Fig. 14). They were vinyl-
covered and offered single seating, such as armless chairs, and multiple person seating, 
such as upholstered benches. Tables of various heights and utility were included in the 
lounge. There were small laminate topped tables, similar to domestic coffee tables, and 
small upholstered circular ottomans that acted as a sitting space or table, depending on 
the users' needs. Also included were study tables with booth seating and desk chairs. 
  
Fig. 14 Clayton, Curt (2014) Image of a lounge in residence hall C3, [Image]. Retrieved from 
https://www.progressiveae.com/portfolio/michigan-state-university-butterfield-hall/. Permission of author. 
Conclusion 
After analyzing the community spaces in three different residence halls, their 
amenities were compared and contrasted. There were many similarities in the type of 
aesthetics executed in these spaces. Lighting had been upgraded to LEDs because they 





of 'new' and 'exciting' materials and finishes such as LVP flooring planks and 
multicolored carpet tiles, brightly painted walls, and a variety of upholstery material,  that 
moved away from the typical institutional type materials such as those that are one color, 
lack color, or have outdated patterns.  The flooring choices were similar to what could be 
found in residential design and higher-budget hospitality projects, instead of being easy 
to replace and cheap.  
Similarly, the color palettes used moved away from institutional colors such as 
what Spivak and Tamer (1984) refer to as "The Federal Standard Palette," a color palette 
that appears "weak and gray" in comparison to colors that are rich in saturation and hue 
(p.11).  Colors in the analyzed spaces were high-pigmented colors such as vibrant reds, 
blues, and oranges. The colors were not subdued, were pleasing in their spaces, and the 
lighting chosen allowed for the true hue to be perceived. The furniture was similar in that 
the same options were present, most community spaces included some kind of table and 
various choices of seating, hard and soft, i.e., armchairs, couches, desk chairs, 
upholstered booths, and other customized upholstered seating.  
The next chapter will discuss the process of the study. The methodology will 
discuss the study's location, the participants of the study, and the procedure used to gain 







CHAPTER 3  
METHODOLOGY 
Overview 
This chapter will discuss how the research was conducted. Methods of research 
gathering were implemented to answer the research questions. This chapter will discuss 
how the research was conducted, including the study location, participants, and method, 
to allow for future replications.  
Study Location 
The study was conducted at an R1 Midwest university; University A. This 
university was chosen because of its close proximity, leading to a convenience sample. 
From their Department of Residence webpage, the university has almost 95% of 
freshmen living on-campus and a residence retention rate of almost 50% (University A, 
2019e). The campus has 21 residence hall buildings and three apartment-style complexes. 
Together, these residences provide housing for over 11,000 students (University A, 
2019f, personal communication). These university-owned buildings differ in shape and 
size, some housing eight floors of students while others, only three floors.  The number of 
students each residence hall holds varies between 300 and 750 (University A, personal 
communication, 2019).  
The residence accommodations were situated in different neighborhoods around 





university-owned apartment neighborhoods. The four residence hall neighborhoods were 
located near campus amenities, such as dining halls and convenience stores, academic 
buildings, and recreational buildings used for a multitude of activities.  Students from all 
neighborhoods were asked to participate in this study. 
Research Question 
 The purpose of this study was to examine individual's' perceptions of the existing 
community spaces in the university-owned housing where they lived. It also wanted to 
find out what students in this era felt that they and their future counterparts would need in 
these spaces to fulfill their academic and social needs. The research questions of interest 
were:  
How does design aesthetics contribute to university students' desire to use 
community spaces in university-owned residences? 
How can interior design be used to fulfill students' academic and social needs 
within the residence halls where they live? 
Participants 
11,400 students from a Midwest university were asked to participate in the study. 
The participants in the study were limited to university students who were a minimum of 
18 years old in order to fulfill IRB regulations where participants must be an adult of 18 
years of age to participate without parental consent. Participants were also limited to 
students who lived in university-owned residences, including the university-owned 
apartments. These participants were invited to participate in the study by the residence 





sent an email detailing the research study and asked to distribute a recruitment email to 
their residents on behalf of the primary investigator. The recruitment email to the students 
also introduced the study and asked the students to participate in the study. If a [student] 
agreed to participate, the email included a link to the study questionnaire.  
Procedure 
  In order to evaluate students' perception of their community spaces, a survey was 
created in Qualtrics, an established online research survey generator. Human research 
was approved as an exempt study by the IRB with ID number 19-277 (reference 
Appendix A). The survey was distributed to students by mass email from the H.D.s of 
their residence halls in October and was open for two weeks. The study was distributed 
by mass email through the H.D.s to protect anonymity so that the researcher would not 
know individual email addresses. It was also hoped that receiving an email request from a 
trusted school official would increase credibility to the study and promote a higher return 
rate. The recruitment letter explained the study and its intentions, as well as presenting 
the minimal hazards for participating in the study. Through a hyperlink, students were 
automatically led to the online questionnaire, where they first encountered the consent 
form (reference Appendix B).  After consenting, participants were led to a 27-question 
survey covering residence hall and apartment-style community spaces and their design. If 
students did not consent to participate, they were sent to the exit page. At any stage of the 
questionnaire, participants had the option to decline participation and end the survey by 
selecting the 'End' button. On the exit page, participants were thanked for their 





If they agreed to the drawing, they were taken to another page where the participant was 
asked their name and email address. This information was used to select a name at 
random using Qualtrics randomizer setting. If a participant did not want to participate in 
the drawing, they were automatically sent to the end of the survey and allowed to exit out 
of the webpage.  
Questionnaire 
  The questionnaire aimed to gain a broad insight into the types of design students 
felt would be successful in the community spaces that they frequent in their residence 
hall, and what aesthetics would encourage them and other residents to continue to use the 
spaces. The questionnaire is shown in Appendix C. There were three sections included in 
the questionnaire. The first section asked students about demographics, particularly their 
age, gender, race, and ethnicity. They were also asked if they were a domestic or 
international student. These questions were asked to gain an understanding of the 
demographics of the students participating in the study. It could later be used to compare 
the survey results with the student demographic. 
The next section of questions included three types of questions, rated, multiple-
choice, and write-in. This section included the main design questions, the questions that 
focused on the research questions, and fulfilled the purpose of the study. The write-in 
questions were included so that students could offer new variables that the investigator 
did not think about or did not perceive as a variable. Students were asked general 
questions about their design preferences in the community spaces they were familiar 





finishes, furniture, and lighting that were used in their community spaces. Rated 
questions were on a Likert scale, giving students the ability (on a scale from 1-5) to rate 
the importance of a particular aspect of design in a community space.  
The final section of questions had multiple choice answers relating to a set of 
three images selected to demonstrate different types of existing community spaces. These 
images were chosen at random by searching online using keywords: 'community space,' 
'residence halls,' and 'aesthetic design. (reference Appendix B for images). Participants 
were asked to choose the best image to answer the four questions pertaining to the 
images, allowing visual cues to help decipher participants design wants and needs. The 
questions asked participants to choose the space they would prefer to use and the space 
they would not use, the space that included furniture that they would use, and the space 
that included the floor design they preferred. 
Throughout the questionnaire, students had the right to decline consent and not 
participate in the study, and throughout the study, at any point, they were allowed to exit 
the study.  Upon exiting, they were given the opportunity to completely leave the study or 
opt-in with a chance to win a $20 Visa gift card: this was optional.   
Conclusion 
11,400 students from a Midwest university were asked to participate in a study 
about their perception of the existing community spaces in their university housing. They 
were asked a series of questions in a survey pertaining to the color palette, materials and 
finishes, furniture, and lighting that were used in their community spaces. The 





Participants were not required to take the questionnaire and were able to exit the online 
program at any time. If the participants agreed, they were entered into a chance to win a 
$20 Visa gift card for their participation. The data was collected using the Qualtrics 
online program and was analyzed further. In the next chapter, the results of the study will 
be discussed. The results chapter will discuss the major findings of the survey in relation 




















The results chapter will discuss the participants' answers to the questionnaire. The 
questionnaire consisted of 27 questions covering university-owned residence hall and 
apartment-style community spaces and their design. There were three sections with 
questions included in the questionnaire. The first section asked about demographics. Age, 
gender, race, and ethnicity, and whether they were domestic or international students. 
The next section of questions included three types of questions, rated, multiple-
choice, and write-in. Rated questions allowed participants to rate the importance of an 
aspect of interior space. Participants could choose between five options of importance: 
"extremely important," "very important," "moderately important," "slightly important," 
and "not at all important." The program used to create the survey (Qualtrics) collated the 
answers and offered the option to download answers as a Microsoft Excel compatible 
file. The file collated the total number of responses, the number of responses each 
multiple-choice question had, and the percentage of the multiple-choice answers. When 
the data had been collated, these options were given a number value. Ranging from 
"extremely important" (5) to "not at all important" (1).  
The final section of questions had multiple choice answers relating to a set of 
three images selected to demonstrate different types of existing community spaces. 
Participants were asked to choose the best image to answer the four questions pertaining 







313 students participated in the study. This study invited 11,400 participants who 
were students living in university-owned residences in the Midwest, over the ages of 18. 
The participants were between the ages of 18 to 21. The majority of the participants were 
domestic students, being at a high 97%. The participants identified as 35% Male, 64% 
Female, and 1% as other. More of the participants in the study identified with being of 
'White' descent (87%) while almost 5% identified as African American or Asian, 1% as 
American Indian, and less than 1% as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Most 
participants identified as 'White' and 'female.' The female participants may have felt more 
comfortable answering the survey because of its topic, interior design. In contrast, males 
may not have felt comfortable with the topic because of societal views that men know 
less about interior design. 
Type of flooring to encourage the use of a community space. 
Participants were asked to select a flooring type that would encourage their use of 
community space, i.e., lounge, den, kitchenette, etc. They were given five choices of 
flooring, carpet, vinyl (plastic)", wood or wood appearing, stone or stone appearing, and 
other. The top choice was "carpet" (chosen 55% of the time). The next choice was "wood 





Fig. 16 Type of flooring to encourage the use of community space. 
Most Important Reason for Using a Community Space 
Participants were able to choose multiple choices for this question and could 
select all that applied. Out of the nine choices, the top three were "proximity to food" 
(chosen 15% of the time), then "proximity to personal room" (chosen 14.6% of the time), 
and, lastly, "ability to facilitate activity" (chosen 14% of the time). This shows that 
students care about the proximity of these social spaces within the residence halls to their 
personal space and its ability to allow them to do a multitude of activities and function 
their electronics at the same time.  
Other top choices were "furniture appearance" and "seeing the space used by 
others" (chosen about 13% of the time). Students' second tier of choices demonstrated 
that the type of furniture and the materials used on it are important to students, as well as 






of the time) and "other reason not related" (chosen 3% of the time). This demonstrates 
that students did not consider the color palette implemented in a space as a variable that 
controlled their frequency in a community space.  
Fig. 15: Most important reasons for using a community space. 
Color 
Participants were asked whether a social space that included a colorful design on 
the walls, flooring, and/or furniture encouraged their use? There were 265 responses to 
this question, and the majority, 153 (58%) agreed that they would be encouraged to use a 
social space if there was a colorful design included. The results indicate that some type of 
color applied in the design of these spaces would be enticing to participants. Only 8.3% 






participants answered "Maybe" to the question, indicating that they maybe would not 
mind a colorful design in the space, but it was not a priority.  
Fig. 17 Colorful design to encourage the use of a community space. 
Top Activities in Community spaces.  
To find out what students did in the community spaces, they were asked the topo 
thee activities they did in community spaces, i.e., lounges, dens, kitchenettes, etc. This 
question was a 'write-in' question. Participants were given the opportunity to provide their 
own answers to the question to ensure an accurate depiction of what students do in their 
community spaces. The data was collected and coded by downloading the results as an 
excel sheet and then using a formula that counted the number of times a specific word or 
set of words was filled in by the participants. Because many participants worded their 
answers differently, the answers were analyzed and grouped in themes. The themes of the 






Hall Activities, and Temperature. Based on the themes, sub-themes were formulated. 
Make a Graph 
Studying-Academic 
This category was grouped into sub-themes based on how participants answered. The 
sub-themes were as follows: "study," "studying," "homework," "project," and 
"meeting(s)." Many participants answered that they used the community spaces in their 
residence halls for academic reasons. The subcategories "study" and "studying" were 
included by participants 298 times. "Homework" was included 72 times, "meeting" 28 
and "project" 3 times.  In total, an academic reason for utilizing the community spaces 
was mentioned 401 times. This was the majority of reasoning by participants.  
Food 
As before, this main category was grouped into sub-themes to encompass all aspects of 
"food" type reasonings that encouraged participants to utilize their community spaces. 
These sub-themes were as follows: "eating," "eat," "making" (to encompass the end word 
of that phrase being food or meal or any other synonymous word to food), "cook," and 
"cooking." In total, 116 participants used their community spaces to eat or cook food.  
Social 
Social activities were referenced many times by participants. This category pertains 
specifically to socializing with friends or others in the building while in the community 





purpose. The subcategories included different ways that participants expressed engaging 
in socializing behavior with others in the space, for example: "hanging out," "chilling," 
"conversations," and "talking to people." As a result, 144 participants said that they used 
the community spaces for social gatherings that included other students who lived in the 
residence hall, or other students in general.  
Entertainment 
The entertainment category was similar to the social category but included more specific 
activities than "talking with" or being in proximity to other students. For example: 
"Watching television or movies," playing games such as "ping pong" or "table tennis," 
"pool," or "card games," "on the phone," being on "Facetime," and playing 'games." From 
the entertainment category, most participants either watched television or played various 
types of games in the community spaces.  
Residence Hall Activities 
The community spaces are often utilized for hosting events that are related specifically to 
the residence hall. For example, to hold holiday parties, resident bonding activities, 
specific residence hall house activities that only include residents from that particular 
house or invited houses.  Activities that are residence hall house specific are not 






Fig.18 Top activities in community spaces. 
Rate the Importance Questions 
Importance of community spaces on daily life 
  Most participants (38%) felt that community spaces were only "moderately 
important" in their daily lives. However, nearly a quarter of participants felt that these 
spaces were "very important" in their daily lives. Only 6% of participants felt these were 
"not important at all." This indicates that most community spaces do have an important 







Fig. 19 Importance of community spaces on daily life. 
Importance of Design 
 Participants were asked how the design of the community space influenced their 
use of it. The majority of participants again chose "moderately important" and "very 
important" as their top two answers, together reaching 68% of the votes. This time, only 
4% voted that the design of the space did not influence their usage of the space.  
63 of the participants who answered "moderately important" to the question were 
females, while 94 were male. 111 of the female participants answered "very important" to 








Fig.20 Importance of using a space based on its design. 
Importance of color 
Participants were asked how important they felt color applied to flooring, walls, 
and furniture was in community spaces. More participants rated that the use of color on 
flooring, walls, and furniture was moderately or "very important" to them (58%). A 
smaller percentage of participants rated "extremely important" (11%) and "not at all 
important" (9%). 93 participants voted more than "moderately important" (37.8%), while 







Fig. 21 Importance of the use of color in community spaces 
Paint color influence on using community spaces 
The decision to study in a community space if walls were painted a color other 
than white. Participants were asked whether their decision to study in a community space 
was affected by whether one or more of the walls were painted a color other than white. 
Participants rated "extremely important" the lowest (14%) while "not at all important" 
(20%) were rated higher than previous questions. Although "very important" (25%), 
"moderately important (22%), and "slightly important" (19%) were rated higher, and the 
mean score was 3.06, showing that students do not mind wall color in a space if they 







Fig. 22 Paint color influence on using community spaces  
The decision to socialize in a community space based on wall color. 
 
This question asked participants how important it was to them to socialize in a 
community space (lounge, den, kitchenette) if one or more of the walls were painted in a 
color other than white. Similar to question 14, fewer participants rated "extremely 
important" (15%), while a higher percentage of participants rated "Not at all important" 
(19%) than other questions. The highest-rated was "very important" (27.5%), next was 
"moderately important" with 26% and "very important" with 27%. The mean score for 
this question was 2.94. Although the data shows that a larger percentage of students care 
about the paint colors used on the walls, there was a percentage of students that would 







Fig. 23 The decision to socialize in a community space based on wall color.  
The importance of the type of furniture used in a community space. 
 
Participants were asked how important the type of furniture was used in a 
community space. Research has shown that students care about furniture in the spaces 
they frequent. "Extremely important" was a choice that was chosen 48% of the time by 
participants while "not at all important" had a 2% rating. Nearly half of all participants, 
116, said that type of furniture was "extremely important." By contrast, only 4 (2%) said 






   
Fig. 24 Importance of the type of furniture in a community space. 
Importance of comfortable furniture 
Participants were asked how important it was to them to study in a space (lounge, 
kitchenette, den) based on their perception of how comfortable the furniture looked. The 
mean score for this question was 1.95 out of the 1-5 scale.  Participants chose "extremely 
important" 33% of the time and "very important" 43% of the time.  Only 3 (1%) felt that 
comfortable looking furniture was "not at all important." Students cared about the 






Fig. 25 Importance of comfortable furniture. 
Importance of rearranging furniture 
Participants were asked whether the ability to rearrange the furniture in a 
community space easily was important to them. The average score for this question was 
2.39. Again, there was a high percentage of participants finding the furniture to be an 
important aspect of a space that they would frequent. The ability to rearrange the 
furniture mattered to students. Most participants, 209 (86%), considered that it was 
"moderately," "very," or "extremely important" to be able to rearrange the furniture in the 
community spaces. Rearrangeable furniture would allow students to make the room 






     
Fig. 26 Importance of rearranging furniture.                                                                                                              
Importance of seating Options 
As a supplementary question, participants were also asked whether it was 
important that seating was provided in options of single or group configuration in 
community spaces. A high percentage of participants, 199 (82%), agreeing that it was 
either 'very important' or 'extremely important' to them to have seating options in 
community spaces that allow them to work alone or in groups. The average score was 
1.77, reinforcing that the flexibility of rearranging furniture and different seating 







Fig. 27 Importance of seating options. 
Visibility 
Participants were asked whether they would use a community space (lounge, 
kitchenette, den) based on if the space was visible from a circulation route. To some 
students, it was not as important to be able to see the community spaces during their daily 
routes, the average score was 2.5, over half, 51%, of the participants, agreed that seeing 
the space from day to day would encourage their usage. This information shows that it is 
important that community spaces are placed in easy to navigate areas and are visible to 







Fig. 28 Importance of visibility. 
Natural Light 
Natural light (sunlight) is considered important to health and wellbeing (Spivak & 
Tamer, 1984). Natural light would typically come from windows. Participants were asked 
how important they felt sunlight was in community spaces. Many participants felt that 
natural lighting was important in community spaces and that this would encourage their 
usage, with the question having a 1.85 mean score. Over half of the participants voted 
that natural lighting was important, 186 (76%) of students answered that natural lighting 
in community spaces was either very important or extremely important in the space and a 
small portion of students, 42 (17%) were in the middle, rating natural light in community 






matter, that it would 'slightly' impact their usage of the space or that it was "not important 
at all."  
 
Fig. 29 Importance of natural light (sunlight) in a community space. 
Private Spaces 
Participants were asked to rate the importance of private space, like window seats, 
upholstered nooks, built-in seating, and closed-off rooms, in community spaces (lounge, 
kitchenette, den). From the responses to this question, it appears that students like their 
community spaces to offer break-out spaces. Break-out spaces are spaces within a larger 
space that allow a user to separate or "break-out" from a bigger crowd but still be able to 
use the space. These spaces would include upholstered window seats and built-in seating, 
as well as closed off rooms for a single user or group activities. Most of the participants, 






participants answered that private spaces were "moderately important," and together, 
13% (n=31) of participants answered "slightly" or "not at all important." The mean score 
was 2.17.  
 
Fig. 30 Importance of private (break-out) spaces in a community space. 
Importance of home-like Atmosphere 
This question asked participants to rate the importance of a home-like atmosphere 
in community spaces (lounge, kitchenette, den). A home-like atmosphere in a community 
space is important to encourage student usage (Nugent, 2012). This could make the 
student feel comfortable in the space and encourage them to take care of it. Over 80% (n= 
198) participants felt that it was "extremely" or "very important" to have a home-like 
atmosphere, and the mean score was 1.8, demonstrating that students would like their 











Participants were asked to view a set of three images depicting existing 
community spaces (reference Appendix C). The first image depicted a community space 
at a Midwest university with a limited color scheme and different seating. The second, a 
community space at a Southern university, utilizing more color on the flooring, walls, and 
furniture. The third image is a community space at an east coast university, using limited 
color on the flooring, walls, and furniture, but employing break-out spaces. Participants 
were asked to look at the images and select the best answer. Participants had to answer 
which space they were more likely to use, which they were least likely to use, and which 






Regarding the space participants were most likely to use, Image 1 and Image 3 
were selected most frequently. Both of these images were chosen by participants an equal 
amount of times, having a selection rate of 40%. The images were also chosen equally 
amongst females and males, the same number of female participants and male 
participants voted for either Image 1 or Image 3. Images 1 and 3 displayed interior spaces 
that used a simple color scheme and offered a variety of seating types. Based on earlier 
responses to questions regarding furniture, students seemed to like spaces that offered a 
variety of seating options based on the activity and task they wanted to accomplish. 
 
Fig. 32 Most preferred space in images. 
 
Regarding which space they would be least likely to use, participants answered 
about the same for Images 1 and 3 (~21%), but Image 2 was chosen most, selected by 






Image 2 because of the different design aspects applied in one space. Many colors and 
patterns are applied in the space, and students may have felt that the space was 'too busy' 
or did not represent a space that they would feel comfortable in. 
  
Fig. 33 Least preferred space in images. 
 
In relation to furniture that would encourage them to use the space, 123 (52%), 
over half of the students chose Image 1 as the space that offered furniture they would like 
to use. Image 1 depicted multiple types of seating including, ergonomic desk chairs, 
couches, armchairs, and armchairs with small tables connected. The seating also 
incorporated material with different colors and patterns.  This may have been a reason 







Fig.34 Image that included furniture that would encourage the use of a community space. 
Regarding flooring design, many participants, 98 (41%), selected Image 3 as 
having a design that would encourage them to use the space. Image 3 displays two 
different flooring materials in the interior space. In the foreground, the flooring type 
showed large carpet tiles that appeared to be gray with a green accent. In the background, 
the flooring type indicated a light wood finish. Based on previous answers, it was already 
demonstrated that students prefer wood flooring, or with a wood appearance, or carpet. 
Participants, 87 (36%), selected Image 1 as the second most popular floor design that 
they liked. Image 1 also showed carpet tiles but a multicolored design with what 







Fig. 35 Image with flooring design that would encourage the use of a community space. 
Overall, participants preferred community spaces that included some color design 
and furniture that was comfortable, task appropriate, and rearrangeable. Participants 
preferred the images that implemented these aspects (color and furniture) in their design.  
Summary 
313 Midwest university students participated in the 27-question survey about the 
design aesthetics of community spaces in university-owned residences. The results 
showed that participants were more interested in the furniture type and comfortability 
than the color scheme implemented in community spaces. The next section will discuss 
the results and how they could be implemented. It will also discuss the implications of the 










This chapter discusses the results of the research in relation to the research 
questions. As mentioned, this study evaluated students' perception of the community 
spaces in their university-owned residences to elucidate understanding of students' design 
preferences. These preferences can be used to aid designers in creating new, inviting 
spaces meeting students' needs. The following research questions were used as the basis 
for investigating and understanding students' design preferences: 
How does design aesthetics contribute to university students' desire to use 
community spaces in university-owned residences? 
How can interior design be used to fulfill students' social and academic needs 
within their residence halls? 
Research findings (based on survey data) and precedent analysis established 
specific design aspects likely to encourage frequent student use of resident community 
spaces. The key aspects- detailing the improved design of collegiate study paces 
encouraging increased use and enjoyment- are discussed below (refer to the table in 
Appendix D).  
Third Place Theory 
Research shows, students use community spaces for many various activities. 
These spaces serve as "third place(s)" for students who live in university-owned 





between home and the work (Oldenburg, 1999). These types of spaces provide personal 
benefits to all participants, such as amusement and stimulation, gained perspective, and 
group affiliation (Oldenburg, 1999). As mentioned, university-owned residences are 
important for student development - allowing students the opportunity to interact with 
peers, faculty, and staff, and experience different values, lifestyles, and interests 
(Blimling, n.d.). Data shows community spaces in these university-owned residences help 
students accomplish these developments by offering spaces that harbor diverse 
populations and creates a community through informal interaction.  
 Literature by Nugent (2012), states that students liked to use visible spaces where 
they see others engaging in activities and where they can be seen, including spaces 
providing opportunities for varying activities. Nugent's findings were echoed in this 
research. For example, when asked why they frequented community spaces in university-
owned residences (and what would encourage them to frequent spaces), students selected 
the option "seeing the space used by others" 13% of the time. However, students also 
selected other reasons, such as "proximity to personal room" and the ability to take part in 
various activities.  
Students were asked which activities they carried out in community spaces. They 
noted academic, food-based, and social activities - indicating that students needed 
community spaces providing multiple levels of activity opportunities.  The results from 
the survey showed students preferred spaces in close proximity to their daily circulation 
routes.  For example, a student would prefer to walk past these spaces on their way to 





go out of their way to find the community spaces located in their residence halls. 
Preferably, students would like to see other students using such spaces, enticing them 
also to use the space.  
Thus, community spaces, such as lounges, dens, and kitchenettes in the main 
circulation routes of the university-owned residences, are very important. These spaces 
should be placed near the main entrances of residence halls, allowing them to be openly 
observed while entering and exiting the building on the way to daily routes. Additionally, 
such spaces would benefit from having glass curtain walls, interior windows, or vision 
panels so students can be seen by other students using the space. This also helps 
residence hall staff with security and ensures the space is being used appropriately.   
Aesthetics 
The results indicate students cared about the design of their community spaces. 
Participants were asked about aesthetic design preference (materials and colors) of 
community spaces, and how it affects their usage of them. Students liked spaces with 
carpet, wood, or simulated wood flooring. They also liked spaces with color on flooring, 
walls, and furniture, indicating how specific design aesthetics would encourage their use 
of a community space, but would not deter them from using the space.  
 Students were asked to rank a set of 3 images – showing a community space from 
three different universities- based on their aesthetic appeal. Many students (80%) did not 
choose the image depicting a busy color scheme with many patterns; they preferred 
images of community spaces where colors and patterns were used sparingly. This 





Over-stimulation may deter use of the space, and may not be conducive to completing 
activities. Designers should consider creating a limited color palette in the space. Color 
does not need to refer to specific paint color, but its usage on other aspects of the space 
can help gain student attention and encourage the use of community spaces.  
Lighting 
Another design feature investigated by the study was lighting. The type of 
lighting in community spaces did matter to students. As shown in the results, 76% of 
participants felt natural light was "extremely" or "very important" and should be provided 
in community spaces. Only 7% said natural light did not affect their use of the space. 
Natural light has notable psychological effects on wellbeing - positively affecting 
emotions and moods (Spivak & Tamer, 1984; Montgomery, 2004). Sunlight is known to 
be a deterrent for mental disorders, i.e., seasonal affective disorder (SAD) (NIMH, 9-3-
2019). Natural lighting also shows the true hue of colors on materials, giving a color 
scheme vibrancy in community spaces, unlike artificial light. Based on the results of 
research, where possible, natural lighting should be included. Designers should take into 
consideration, placing community spaces near exterior walls and including large 
windows or glass curtain walls into the design to introduce sunlight into a space. 
Furniture 
The research showed students cared more about the design and comfortability of 
furniture used in the community spaces as opposed to a color used on the walls and 
flooring. More students (96%)  said the comfortability of furniture in the community 





design and comfortability "moderately" to "not important" to the space (63%).  Students 
did indicate they liked a variability of color in the design of their community spaces 
(38%) but gave more importance to the design and variability of the furniture. More 
participants thought it was "extremely" or "very important" to have comfortable seating 
rather than aesthetic design (i.e., color, flooring materials, and wall coverings) in the 
space. 
Students cared about the ability to rearrange furniture and the type of seating 
offered for various types of activities and whether different numbers of students could be 
accommodated. This was similar to Nugent (2012), who expressed that students liked to 
be able to create different configurations with their furniture in lounge-like spaces. 
Different furniture promotes different behavior, and community spaces should offer 
many kinds of furniture to facilitate that (Nugent, 2012). Nugent also states students feel 
less ownership of institutionalized spaces than ones having a 'home-like' atmosphere. 
These types of spaces encourage the students to treat the space based on an increased 
sense of pride and ownership (p.237).  
In this study, students also seemed to prefer less institutionalized spaces and 
furniture. Based on these findings, designers should consider multiple types of furniture, 
allowing for various activities. Students want to be able to configure their furniture as 
they see fit, creating a sense of ownership - thus creating a sense of community. 
Choosing less industrialized material with a homelike feel, moveable, and lightweight 
furniture helps satisfy students' wants and needs. Seating could, for example, offer 





offered for task work. Seating options could include soft seating, such as upholstered 
armchairs and couches, and hard seating, such as wooden desk chairs with minimal to 
none padding. These options can vary in color and material to appear more home-like and 
less industrial.  
Precedent Analysis 
The precedent analysis was a digital study of three R1 Doctoral Universities and 
their residence hall community spaces. The spaces were analyzed based on interior 
design aspects: materials, color, lighting, and furniture. It was concluded that the 
analyzed community spaces had similarities in their aesthetic amenities, such as LED 
lighting, LVP flooring, colorful carpet tile, vibrant color palettes, and a variety of 
furniture.  
The research proved that aesthetic designs implemented in newly constructed or 
renovated community spaces are conducive to student wants and needs. Further, research 
showed students liked spaces using stimulating color palettes, offering exterior views and 
sunlight, and including a variety of seating options. The images from the precedent 
analysis demonstrate these suggestions were being implemented into residence halls 
community spaces. 
The precedent analysis images were similar to the survey images (reference 
survey images in Appendix B). The images showed existing community spaces in 
residence halls, including the design aesthetics, predicted to be pleasing to students. From 
the survey, students preferred images 1 and 3 due to the inclusion of color schemes and a 





included a color scheme and a variety of furniture options. They also included other 
aspects students liked in community spaces, such as exterior views, sunlight, and being 
seen in the space. 
Limitations  
There are several limitations to this study. The participation pool was small, and 
participants were students from one Midwest university. There is a possibility of 
differences in how students from different areas feel about their community spaces. There 
could be differences in what is aesthetically pleasing based on region and culture. There 
is the possibility that in the questions asking participants to compare a set of three 
images, it could have been biased based on midwestern culture and perception of what is 
aesthetically pleasing. To further research the topic, universities and colleges from other 
regions should be included.  
Students should be asked about sharing the university-owned residences they (at 
the time of the study) lived in. This would help the investigator to compare students' 
responses to where they live. Some residences offer more amenities than others, and this 
variable could determine how students feel about some university-owned residences 
compared to others. 
Suggestions for Future Research  
In future research, with extended time, the study could include more information 
and group interview sessions. The research gained from group interview sessions would 
allow for a more in-depth understanding of what new-era students need in their 





include participants from other universities and other regions. This could expand on the 
design criteria, including a wider geographic area, not just in the Midwest.  
Analysis 
The literature review defined relevant terms expressed the importance of aesthetic 
design and explained the impact of community spaces on student residents through 
creating a connection between community spaces and third places. The precedent 
analysis demonstrates what design characteristics have been implemented in community 
spaces of new or renovated residence halls within R1 universities. The results of the 
survey expressed empirical data about student design preferences in community spaces 
and were combined with the literature review and precedent analysis to answer the 
research questions.  
The data showed that design and material selection affected student use of 
community spaces. Aesthetics were found to be important attributes to fulfill human 
needs (Maslow, 1954). Regarding Abraham Maslow's hierarchy of needs, humans fulfill 
their need for aesthetic design through appreciation and search for beauty. The results of 
the survey concluded students found design (in general) and color in community spaces 
to be important in community spaces. Many students agreed that a design they preferred 
in a community space would encourage their use, demonstrating that design aesthetics 
contribute to student use of community spaces in residence halls.   
The data went on to answer the second research question by providing student 
design preferences in their community spaces for lighting, furniture, and materials. 





light, inviting color, and comfortable furniture" in their community spaces (p.237). 
Nugent also reported that students preferred spaces where they could see others using the 
space, and others could see them (Nugent, 2012). Other studies, such as El-Zeiny (2012) 
and Kirillova, Fu, & Kucukusta (2018), also suggested furniture impacts productivity, so 
comfortable furniture, such as ergonomic office furniture, could be included in student 
community spaces.  
Data from the precedent analysis and survey were used to create a guideline to 
aimed at helping designers and facilities managers better design university residential 
community spaces (reference Appendix D). These guidelines are created to work as a 
checklist for designers. All aspects do not need to be implemented in the space, but might 
be optimal if all preferences were considered. The most important design preference was 
comfortable and rearrangeable furniture. This preference and others were mentioned in 
El-Zeiny (2012), Nugent (2012), and the precedent analysis. Other mentioned preferences 
included the need for views into the community spaces, outdoor views, and natural light. 
These are also mentioned in the design guidelines.  
Conclusion 
The research aimed to find out if design aesthetics could contribute to university 
students' desire to use community spaces in university-owned residences, as well as how 
could interior design be used to fulfill students' social and academic needs within their 
residence halls? It was predicted students would be more interested in color usage; 
however, research showed students were more interested in the overall design and 





rearrangeable and comfortable furniture to accommodate various activities. They also 
preferred spaces with natural lighting and less institutionalized design aesthetics 
(materials and color) - such as carpet, simulated wood flooring, and a selective color 
palette. These design elements could promote increased and optimal usage of community 
spaces within residence halls- enriching students' social surroundings and fostering 
student community building, while maintaining yearly university revenue from student 
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APPENDIX D. COMMUNITY SPACE DESIGN CHECKLIST 






Design Aesthetics Preferred Not Preferred 
Furniture 
(in regard to seating) 
Rearrangeable; 
comfortable; less 





Flooring Material Carpet; wood; wood 
appearance 
Stone; stone appearance; 
vinyl sheets; vinyl peel and 
stick 





View into space Provide curtain wall, 
internal windows, vision 
panels 
Enclosed spaces 
Light  LED lamps; enough 
lighting for numerous tasks 
Natural light through 
windows 
Dim lighting 
